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The rising star of the gardening world, Poppy Okotcha, 25, talks to Bridget Harrison 


It's a windy day in Devon and Poppy Okotcha is planting vegetables in a corner of her new garden that was 
once piled with rubbish. "I've got French beans, courgettes, squash, Swiss chard, peas that | grew from 
seeds earlier in the year, and now the crazy late frosts we've had are over, they're all ready to go out," she 
says cheerily. 


If you are young and into gardening, chances are you'll already be following the 25-year-old horticulturist and 
part-time model, famous for turning her canal boat home into a vibrant green oasis covered with pots 
bursting with vegetables, herbs and flowers. 


Okotcha, 25, calls herself an ecological grower a believer that gardening should be principally about planting 
to support wildlife and producing eco-friendly food, no matter how small your space. Her approach and, no 
doubt, her style has turned her into a gardening guru for Gen Z-ers, who she believes have a new-found 
interest in growing because of their concern for the environment. 


"Many younger people like me are experiencing real eco anxiety. We are, 'Oh my God it's all f***ed and what 
are we going to do to fix it?' We think we are too small to change anything, so it feels very empowering if we 
can grow our own to cut down our carbon footprint and cultivate spaces that contribute to biodiversity." 


For her generation gardening is also a "welcome antidote to this really intense life where we are scrolling a 
lot and spending too much time on computers. It offers a different pace. There are so many factors that feed 
into growing from weather to soil to pests, to a bit of wind you didn't expect that you have to step away from 
striving for perfection. It's about opening up a bit and learning, and that is really therapeutic for us." 


She took up gardening five years ago to help her to cope with her own busy life, flying around the world 
modelling for Vivienne Westwood, Chloé, Alberta Ferretti and Zara. "| wasn't looking after myself that well, so 
| started exploring better nutrition and growing more of my own food." 


Okotcha covered the barge moored in west London and shared with her boyfriend, Tony Burgess, a 
41-year-old designer and architect with a multitude of pots and took a diploma in horticulture at the Royal 
Horticultural Society (RHS). "Growing things in containers is a really good way to start, especially if you 
haven't got access to good soil, also because you can control their environment," she says. 
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Her achievements landed her spots on the BBC's Gardeners' World and a column in the interiors magazine 
Livingetc. She was recently named one of House Beautiful's "emerging female gardeners". Then there is her 
army of 62,000 Instagram followers. 


However charming her life on the canal barge may have looked in pictures, living on a boat was not easy and 
taught her valuable lessons, she says. "A boat is like a little floating planet. You are responsible for making 
sure you have water and electricity, so you are much more aware of what you use and how much effort it 
takes to get them. You have to deal with all your waste, from your kitchen and your toilet, so you really start 
wanting to conserve things to produce less of it, not only because it's the right thing to do but just because it 
makes life easier." 


When it came to growing, she quickly learnt what worked and what didn't. "At first | planted a lot of individual 
things in different-sized pots. | soon realised that the bigger the pot the better, and the more plants in one pot 
the better too. One small pot requires so much water, which you really notice on a boat. Plants do better 
when they have a nice big root zone and there are a few of them together." 


She discovered that trying to grow salad leaves in a long shallow trough also took too much water, so she 
swapped them for Mediterranean herbs such as thyme and oregano. She learnt that anything growing on her 
roof would be exposed to the wind and required extra support. And that blackbirds like anything red, such as 
tomatoes and strawberries. 


She experimented with rotating pots. "Because | had limited space | would grow one thing like broad beans, 
and then have runner beans ready to go in once the broad beans had finished giving their crop." 


It was on the boat that she began to appreciate the power of composting. She bought a wormery, a bin 
containing live worms that break down food waste. "It is possible to compost on a really small scale by using 
a worm bin," she says. 


Last July Okotcha and Burgess decided to relocate to Devon, where they are renovating a cottage that came 
with a longneglected 150m garden. Now, dressed in vintage overalls and bright boho cardigans, she gives 
regular Instagram updates on her progress. She makes stew with nettles she has cleared, plants wild garlic 
under fruit trees, and gives tutorials on "pricking out" seedlings and making apple cider vinegar from 
windfalls. It's The Good Life for the Instagram generation. She is always experimenting. The idea with 
ecological gardening is that you don't arrive and just start planting without understanding what is already 
there, she says. "It's the right plant for the right place. This way you are going with nature, rather than trying 
to force it to do something it is never going to do very well. | have spent a lot of time this year just watching to 
see the different plants and creatures that inhabit it." 


She's trying to grow vegetables from heritage seeds, some that have been saved for more than 50 years. At 
the moment she is planting age-old varieties of peas. 


For her vegetables she has created "no dig" beds a method of making raised beds by placing cardboard on 
existing soil, then piling mulch and new soil on top, 10cm high. "By not digging down into the existing soil, 
you don't disrupt the life in it, such as insects and protozoa, bacteria, fungi. This then allows plants to tap into 
the rich network of nutrients that is already there," she explains. "It's an incredible way of making your garden 
lower-maintenance and reduces the need for fertiliser." 


Finally, there is her "companion planting" the approach, supported by a course in permaculture that she 
recently took, that plants grown together work as pollinators and pest deterrents. "I'll be planting borage, 
cosmos, lavinia, sunflowers, nasturtiums, all to go in and around the veg bed," she says. "And I'll be adding 
calendula and marigolds." 


She is a regular on the RHS's podcast and a co-presenter on the present series of the Channel 4 gardening 
show The Great Garden Revolution, something she believes is important because she is of mixed heritage. 
Okotcha was born in the UK and spent her childhood in Johannesburg her father is Nigerian. She moved 
back to London at the age of 12 with her British mother, an artist. The fact that gardening presenters have 
usually been white "has created a narrative that there aren't people of colour in the industry when there 
always has been", Okotcha says. "When | was a kid | didn't see anyone who looked like me or who felt 
slightly relatable in gardening. Now we are seeing people that when | was a teenager | would have looked up 
to and thought, 'Oh they're cool, | want to try that out,’ which | think is brilliant." The Great Garden Revolution 
is available to watch on All 4 
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